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The Machine Readable Archives per- 
forms archival functions for machine reada- 
ble (EDP) records of long-term historical or 
research value generated by or for the federal 
government and for such information of na- 
tional significance to Canada generated by 
the private sector. The appraisal function is 
one of the most critical activities in the archi- 
val process, as itis through the determination 
of the value of the records that they are pre- 
served or destroyed. All records are of value 
to someone at some time; not all records can 
be preserved. It is the archivist’s job to judge 
the value of the records relative to the infor- 
mation they contain, the event(s) they docu- 
ment and their potential use by the research 
community. To perform this role, the archi- 
vist must have an in-depth knowledge of the 
records. Decisions on the value of the records 
must be based on their current administrative 
use, their evidential and informational value, 
and their relationship to other records. 

Appraising EDP records involves many 
of the same difficulties as exist for more tradi- 
tional archival material as well as new ones 
resulting from the medium. Information, 
which in paper form is too cumbersome to 
manage, can be manipulated quickly in EDP 
form, thus resulting in new sources for re- 
search. The linkage possibilities with other 
EDP data and paper records become impor- 
tant considerations in the evaluation of the 
data. Thus, the medium permits new re- 
search possibilities that must be considered 
in the selection of records. 

The MRA appraises EDP records in a 
two-step process: content analysis and tech- 
nical analysis. 


Content Analysis 


Content analysis is the evaluation of the 
information contained in the records and in- 
volves the more traditional appraisal tech- 
niques: the determination of the archival 
value of the records based on their research 
value. The research or historical value of EDP 
records is determined by examining the evi- 
dential, informational, and legal value of the 
records. EDP records that have evidential 
value are those that provide “evidence” or 
testimony of the existence of a department, 
its organization, and its functions or ac- 
tivities. In order to judge the evidential 
value, the archivist must have an in-depth 
knowledge of the internal organization of the 
department or agency, the programs it sup- 
ports, and the activities it carries out. The 
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MRA has acquired training program data and 
immigration data from the Canada Employ- 
ment and Immigration Commission. Such 
data were created by the department in sup- 
port of the programs and services admin- 
istered under its responsibilities. These data 
therefore relate directly to the mandate of the 
department and were appraised as having 
evidential value. 

The determination of the informational 
value of EDP records is, of course, based on 
the information contained in the records. 
EDP data are collections of information relat- 
ing to persons, things, or activities. General 
points to consider in the determination of 
informational value are the uniqueness of the 
information, the form, and the importance. 
The uniqueness of the data relates to whether 
or not the information can be found else- 
where and in what form. If the records are in 
machine readable form only, do duplicate 
copies exist? Are these data part of a large 
file? Are the data on the micro-level or are 
they aggregated? Non-aggregated data are of 
more research value than aggregate data; a 
master file has more research potential than 
an extract from the master file. Such consid- 
erations must be investigated during the ap- 
praisal of the records. 

The determination of the informational 
value of the records is the most subjective 
aspect in the appraisal process. It is at this 
point that the archivist’s knowledge of cur- 
rent research trends and methods and the 
contact with the research community play a 
vital part in the decision to keep or destroy 
the data. Knowledge of the use(s) to which 
information was put (primary use) and the 
use(s) to which information can be put (sec- 
ondary use) is essential. The special charac- 
teristics of EDP records such as their manip- 
ulability and the linkage possibilities increase 
their informational value. 


Technical Analysis 


EDP records cannot be appraised solely 
on their content; they must be examined in 
terms of their technical characteristics as 
well. An obvious example of the importance 
of the technical aspect is the medium itself. If 
the data reside on magnetic tape and the tape 
is damaged to the point where data cannot be 
read, then appraisal of the information is im- 
possible. The internal arrangement of the 
data may be so complex that servicing the 
records would be too costly or impossible. 
The size and periodicity of the data are also 
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important considerations as is the data’s soft- 
ware dependency. Many of the technical con- 
siderations relate in the long run to the cost of 
acquisition, processing, conservation, and 
servicing of the records. In theory, the costs 
associated with technical problems should 
not play a role in the appraisal process; in 
reality, they cannot be neglected as the divi- 
sion only has a certain amount of funds. The 
archivist must be aware of how the EDP data 
came into existence, the difficulties involved 
in the processing and conservation of the re- 
cords, and the knowledge required to service 
the records. A knowledge of data processing 
techniques and their evolution is required in 
the technical analysis. 


Summary 


The appraisal process is complex and re- 
quires that -the divisional archivists have an 
in-depth knowledge of the contents of the 
data, the reasons for their creation, how they 
were created, their present use, and ways in 
which they can be used in the future. At the 
same time, the archivist must be aware of 
existing EDP technology and future develop- 
ments. Such responsibilities require that ar- 
chivists consult with people knowledgeable 
in these fields. As was said by Schellenberg, a 
leading American archivist, 

. Appraisals of records should not 
be based on intuition or arbitrary supposition 
of value; they should be based instead on 
thorough analyses of the documentation 
bearing on the matter to which the records 
pertain. Analysis is the essence of archival 
approval.”* 


* Schellenberg, Theodore R. The Appraisal of Mod- 
ern Records. Washington: National Archives, 1956, 
p. 65. 


owards a Canadian 
Electronic Heritage” 


The MRA of the Public Archives of Can- 
ada and the Social Policy and New Services 
Directorate of the Department of Commu- 
nications have undertaken a joint project. 
The purpose of the project is twofold: to de- 
velop a strategy for coordinating policies in 
the communications/cultural sector respect- 
ing the management, deposit, and mainte- 
nance of publically funded machine readable 
data files of archival and research value; and 
to develop a strategy for creating a nationally 
accessible, up-to-date, public, on-line inven- 
tory of Canadian data files and data bases. 


Cont'd on page 2 
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“Canadian Electronic Heritage” 

cont'd from page 1 

The first phase of the project, which was com- 
pleted at the end of April, involved con- 
sultations or discussions with key indi- 
viduals across the country, in both the public 
and private sectors, known to have an inter- 
est or expertise in these areas. 

The second phase of the project involved 
a one-day session in Vancouver on 6 June 
during the Learned Societies’ Conference. 
The purpose of the session was to discuss the 
various options that were suggested during 
the consultative process. The basis of the dis- 
cussion was the consultant’s report entitled 
“Towards a Canadian Electronic Heritage.” 
The day was divided into five main topics 
with an introduction at the beginning of the 
day by the sponsors of the session, Mary 
Meloshe and Harold Naugler and the con- 
sultant, Jake Knoppers. The topics addressed 
by the participants were: Data Archi- 
ves/Libraries: Available Infrastructures and 
Possible Roles; Infrastructure Coordination 
and Cooperation at the National Level: 
Agency Perspectives; Scholarship and Ac- 
cess: Views of Researchers and Users; Ensur- 
ing an Electronic Cultural Heritage: Agency 
Perspectives; and Quo Vadis. Although no 
specific conclusions were reached, the ses- 
sion brought together for the first time in a 
number of years, those involved in the crea- 
tion, collection, distribution, and funding of 
machine readable data and allowed all the 
participants to discuss the existing problems 
and possible solutions. Over the next few 
months, officers in the Department of Com- 
munications and the Public Archives will be 
reviewing the issues raised in the discussion 
paper, considering the suggestions and rec- 
ommendations made throughout the con- 
sultative process and during the Vancouver 
forum, and discussing the appropriate policy 
responses at the federal level. 

Anyone who would like more informa- 
tion on the session or a copy of the report 
should contact the Documentation and Public 
Service Section of the Machine Readable 
Archives. 
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_ New Acquisitions 


The division has acquired a series of data 
files from the Department of Industry, Trade 
and Commerce on Vacation and Travel by Cana- 
dians. The files contain data from surveys 
conducted in 1967, 1968, 1971, 1974 to 1979, 
and 1981. The purpose of the surveys was to 
obtain descriptions of holidays and vacation 
trips taken by Canadians in Canada, the 
United States, and elsewhere. The files will 
be processed during the year. 


sina Data Files on 
ole | of Women in 
d an Society 


On g ane 10 December 1982, a Con- 
ference on Data Requirements to Support 
Research into Women and the Canadian 
Economy was held at the University of Mani- 
toba. The Conference was organized by the 
staff of the Institute for Social and Economic 
Research at the University, with funding 
provided by the Social Sciences and Human- 
ities Research Council of Canada. Many of 
the leading Canadian researchers in this field 
of study presented papers. A set of the Con- 
ference proceedings can be obtained by writ- 
ing to Maureen Woodrow, Social Sciences 
and Humanities Research Council of Can- 
ada, 255 Albert Street, Ottawa, Ontario, 
K1P 6G4. 

Both in their papers and during the vari- 
ous discussions, the conference participants 
referred repeatedly to the lack of machine 
readable data that are available in this strate- 
gic research area. There was unanimous con- 
census that more research needed to be 
undertaken in order to identify existing 
sources of data. There was also a need for 
additional questions concerning women in 
some of the surveys currently undertaken by 
the national statistical agency, particularly 
the Labour Force Surveys. And finally, new 
machine readable data files must be funded 
and used to build up a useful data base in the 
field. 

Over the past two years, the Machine 
Readable Archives has developed an auto- 
mated inventory containing information on 
computer systems and individual data files 
that exist in federal government departments 
and agencies and in the private sector (in- 
cluding data archives and libraries, research 
institutions, as well as data in private hands). 
Most of the public sector information is the 
result of surveys that have been undertaken 
in the federal government. Although it is far 
from comprehensive at the present time, it 
does serve as a useful starting point to deter- 
mine what exists in machine readable form in 
the federal government. Most of the private 
sector information in the data base has come 
from the printed ca’alogues of the former 
Data Clearing House for the Social Sciences. 
Some of the data files described in the auto- 
mated inventory have been acquired by the 
MRA, but in most cases the data are still lo- 
cated in the creating institutions. Divisional 
staff will undertake a search of the data base 
to locate data on a particular subject. This 
service is provided free of charge. 


At the present time, there are few 
sources of information in the data base on the 
role of women in Canadian society, a situa- 
tion that we would like to correct. Therefore, 
we would very much appreciate receiving in- 
formation on any data files in this field of 
study that individuals or institutions might 
have in their possession. Please contact the 
Documentation and Public Service Section, 
Machine Readable Archives, Public Archives 
of Canada, 395 Wellington Street, Ottawa, 
Ontario, K1A 0N3, or phone (613) 593-7772. 


“The 1983 [ASSIST iteenanne Associa- 
tion for Social Science Information Service 
and Technology) Conference was held in 
Philadelphia from 19 May to 22 May. Despite 
cutbacks and lack of travel funds, approx- 
imately eighty people participated in the 
Conference. Workshops were held the day 
prior to the Conference. This year there were 
three workshops: microcomputers; complex 
datasets; and planning a data library. The 
Conference got underway with an excellent 
presentation by Professor Robert Kraft from 
the Department of Religious Studies at the 
University of Pennsylvania. His address on 
the use of computers in the comparison of 
religious texts was very informative and well 
received by a group whose main interests to 
date have been numeric data. A Blue Ribbon 
Panel on the “Development of an Information 
Network for Locating and Describing Ma- 
chine Readable Data Files” brought together 
representatives from the United States, Can- 
ada and Europe and provided an interesting, 
if not somewhat controversial, discussion on 
this subject. There were three main tracks for 
the sessions: the Hardware and Software 
track dealt specifically with the issues sur- 
rounding microcomputers and data storage; 
the track on Data Files focused on census 
related files and complex data files; and the 
Data Services tract dealt with indexing for 
access to social science data and planning and 
resource management systems. 

All of the members of the Conference 
committees did a marvellous job in providing 
interesting sessions and the usual [ASSIST 
hospitality. Next year’s Conference will be 
held in Ottawa in mid-May. Anyone inter- 
ested in the Conference should contact the 
MRA. 
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